We provide a brief overview of institutional theory, to provide a theoretical framework for our subsequent experimental analysis. We discuss the concept of corporate hegemony and explain how hegemony impacts higher education, generally. We then examine efforts to commodify higher education and explain how that impacts all students in universities in the United States. Finally, we discuss the effect of commodification on accounting education to explain why we posit that our current accounting educational environment should be expected to desensitize students to the ethical aspects of their profession.. This theoretical framework provides the basis for three hypothesis that we test in an experimental context to determine if accounting education desensitizes students to the moral aspects of their discipline.
The experiment utilizes a capital budgeting context which incorporates financial, social and environmental factors. Subjects ranked and provided perceptions on eight alternatives as to their economic and moral content. Three groups of students, with differing levels of accounting knowledge, participated in the experiment. We develop hypotheses based on institutional theory and test those hypotheses in the latter part of this paper. Our results suggest that accounting education needs to be reformatted so that accounting students become more aware of the ethical dimensions of our discipline.
